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MINES: Mercury and Other Substances Leave a Legacy of Toxic Waste 
Coatlaae<l (rom AI 
~we've had thiS idealized picture 

of the Wild West and the Gold 
Ru:,h and 1t"s part,or our western 
hentage," sald• Ken· Weiner, an 
environmental .attOrney ID Seattle. 
"But this rich history has also left 
1ts environmental mark.- · . 

"Areas where mines used to be 
are places ·People build _houses 
lOday, where kids play and where 
Wildlife roam's," Weiner ·said. 
"Chemicals and heavy me1als be­
come eY.pOSed and people and ani­
mals end up being affected by 
them." . ·· -

These old diggings often receive 
scant attenuon. authorities con­
cc-<~e. because they are in remote 
areas where they pose more of a 
threat to wildlife than to people. 

But the Comstock Lode toxic 
waste site stands,put, both for the 
\'a.!il area or contamination and for 
th~ reg1on's historical significance. 

A Problem Legacy 
. The historic Comstock Lode mines that produced silver and gold m 
the 19th Century have left northern Ne\•ada with a modern 
problem: mercury contamination m the Carson River and Lahontan 
Reservoir, the state's largesl. Mercury was used to process ore in 
the lllllles romantiCized in Mark Twain stories. The Environmental 
Protection Agency has designated 100 miles of the rh·er as a 
Superfund cleanup &lle. 

Dunng 1ts heyday between 1860 
and IOCQ, more than $400 million in 
gold and silver buUion came out-of 

James J. Cooper, a Nevada water quality supervisor, at entrance to a suspect mine In Comstock region. 

the Comstock Lode. Ore. from Ne- '\ •. doses, ·mercury · can c~use b~rth 
vada helped fmance the Civil War defects or death. 
and the construction of San Fran- In the little desert town of Day-
CISCO ton,' about 10 miles cast of Carson 

Gold "as discovered in Nevada City, traces of the Old West suil 
:n 1849 ·near Dayton by Abner abound. It is the kmd of town 
Blackburn. a p1oneer pracucing his . where the S&S Mini-Market sells 
gold panmn[l m the Carson River.' gas, beer and ..38-callber revolvers. 
He contmul-d on to the more fa- · On the main street, the crum-
:nou; ~!other Lode m Call!ornla. bhng wall o( the Pony Express 
but dunng the next decade a hand- station IS wedged between two 
ful or other mmcrs dug away at the slightly newer hu1ldmgs. Nearby 
mountam above Dayton. arc the ruins or the m1ils that once 

I n 18.19, a group of miners found ~~:~~~ Nevada's second-oldest 
gold on the s1te of what was to 

become Virgmia City. Henry Com- And there IS the qUicksilver dust 
stock, a prospector whoo;e main that, until recently, blew through 
labor consisted or staking as many town °~ "':fdY days. 
cla~ms as possible. showed up to · · The idea· that mercury might 
=~rt h1s rights to the mine and pose a health threat arose 
was av. ardcd a partnership. The when residents questioned whclh-
nch lode under the town came to cr there was contamination in the 
bear h1s name. although he sold hts . . . . mounds of mine waste on a lot in 
share Within months and died a : "· · ;.. the middle or town nearly the s1zc 
poor man. croRctc~ 11..,. A lc!Tirn"' \'··or a football field. 

The Comstock claim proved to • .,. , · The EPA tested the s01l and 
contain a fair amount of gold, but · .. · · · · ' 'found levels of mercury as high as 
the pro.<;pectors were hampered by through the Comstock region, state f1shmg. -But m Nevada. fishing ~ · 670 parts per million in the tailings 
an abundance of seemingly worth- and federal scicnllSts arc combing _ spots arc posted with sig.ts warn- .' across the street from Stolts' house 
less black ore. They gave away through historic records and trac- 1~g people ~otto catlar_gc quanti• f:,'and in the soil· of a small play-
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assaycrinPlaccrvilletestedasam- Soil ·samples and tests or ftsh prcgnan~ -~~me~ar~ not to;' The EPA. a.Jso •' samJ?Icd .mine 
pie and found that it was rich in show~~ the heaviest concentia: · eat any. · ·. ( · outside town thal were ·· ·' \ · ' COLUMN ONE 

souvcmrs of the odd rock unUI an ing the boundaries of the old mills. . . lies of thClr catch. Chtldrcn and .. ground next to the mine. waste. · I 
s1lver. , lion of mercury is in the Carson · State and fcder.i! · orr-road ' · . . ,- .' ·: t 

Th~reverlahtion todsuchfedml off a Rithe'ver
8
.atillystem between DayWIOilnand. thf ey know of no.' .the • , 1 ." ... :. A Leth 1 

stamr-ye o t ousan o nera to · water National . dlifc • rom mercury . a 
the Nevada territory, and the Car~ · ~Ref~ ·about 100 miles ··down- .• but acknov.-lcdgc .Ul'"' '""''-"'·'" · .'> .: .- · • • · • 
ron Valley qwckly became one of - Slrealll]:!. · ·•· ·· ..• , -·: pcrfonned a ~almorel•enlshle:lieaJlh' · ~; · 
the most mdustrializcd regions. Even'?today, with each heavy·: studyofthepoi>U~<luo•n. ): Reli• ~f the 
west or the MISSissippi. The Virgin. · rain, more mercury washes oul of · MercurY. C. 
1a and Truckee Railroad was laid to . the desert.and into the Carson.'., ,_ . numbness, bright . · 
carry the ore. . . ... ~~ · -- :·.. : ·~ ·.:·~; ·,;~·::~:::· ·'eel, .. subtle · ncur•on••m•Vlar'"' · ·• 

At leru~l 75 large, sop!( lted once ID)llle river, the rocrcury \ 1angea and ~~~;~~~~~l~;ri:'j~~~~~~~~~~~ _Q1d + 
mills were built In Vir~ City, binds~td particles and:;no:ws .Jon. More ·n f"~~~@J~~~~~~~~~~:1~f~+TI.~~~- . .. - est-.. Dayton and along the Carson Rlv- downstream as sediment. II) S!!Jlle, , ing was "l 
cr, where the ,wolcr prov~ . ..~~DB~o'l?i'Cterlo act on the mc~).o.,.' moklllB ln<lriA.tri!~O<l .wa • Mercury and ')er subs·~nccs 
lowed lor the . e~y~';ili$ ' """gaillc''mercury," a more hni:ardous w1s 
steady source of pow~~· ' alief Ita chemistry and crc:~tb,..~:.t·. · ! by .... 

mcrcury· .. !a.~Fn::.. :'!',J.n.!!'k"..j," te ~ .. ~: ror:m~'that:,,is ~ad!ly absorbed by res in used by 19th-<:entury miners 
Among .the workers e~ SlO aS· ammals • . . , .. , ·. =,ii!fiGff"-~~fl!i~ have left a legacy of toxic waste 
week in' lhc''nliiiS'wu'youtlg Sam•/ Sinco! 1915, · when the Carson ~ 
uel Clcmens, .who was' roaming Oie ;.. River,:was dammed to irrigate at a dozen sites. At the Comstock 
territory an~ I!!!!\ :Yet W,l?,egln his · cro.\l'· ·~qntan Reservoir has a~t- .Lode, residents assess the threat 
writing career ·1n · Vlrgilija 'City ed;.a,.(,..l ;rnercyry ,sink, . captunn~ ., 
under the name Mark ~ii\D::\.1~ · '· .;; ·. neq!JWI contamlnallon as it ~eads 
. ,ln "Roughing It," .·TWalh! rater _, AO\VliStream •. The reservoir, . Ne'" ' 
described the laboriowf~1'91:ess:ot :J::'{ad~'s ~i.ggest ai'lificial lake, is a 
refining the ore. · First.·\ workers :,. popUlar r1s~lng spol., : . : . 
broke up the ore with sl~eham.;:o·:.·.'· Ev~n. tht;. ~arly Romans knew· 
mcrs and shoveled it into· a great•' that mercw'y was dangerous stuff: 
Iron box where it was P'UJ.veri;e<i', . their slaves In the cinnabar mines 
by huge' "stamps.'' The 'dust··waa;,·· bCcanie ill If .forced to work too 
mixed with water, quicksllv~:'and' ;·~ many,hours a day. 
salt and healed in glanttu~: ~~t· •i~( .. · ~- More recently, scientists have 

. '·. ·•• .. . /.:~' . ·-+.- ··: :·';- · di~COY!!rcd that even relatively low 

T
he quicksilver liberaled .. tl)e' •. doses of organic mercury can cause 
gold and silver particles and illness and that the element accu-

held . on to them," Twain wl:lite,: mulates In animals. The higher a 
yleldmg an amalg~m of gold, silver • species is in the food cham, studies 
and mercury. Ulumately, the_ bfob show, the greater 1ts risk from 
of !'le~ was healed again unl)l, ~he .. ·mercury poisoning. 
quccks1iver evaporated, leavmg "Mercury Is extremely persis­
pu.~c gold ~nd silver. . . ... . . tent," said James J. Cooper, a 

; By RIOIARD C. PADDOCK 
TIYES STAFf WRITER 

DAYTON, Nev.-For years, young LeVI 
Stotts loved to ride his bike in the dusty 
mounds of 19th-Century mine tailings 
across the street from his house. 

But his fun ended a year ago when toXIC 
cleanup workers in white Tyvex suits 
arrived m this h1stonc mining town, 
scooped up the h11locks and hauled them 
away. The waste, left from the legendary 
Comstock Lode mines where ~ark Twam 
riJ'St made his name, was contaminated 
with levels of mercury 26 times higher 
than the federal safety standard. 

''Me and my friends used to nde our 
bikes in it every day," the 16-year-old 
saJd. "We used to come home all covered m 
white dust. I'm a little b1l womed But I'm 
slJII here, I guess." 

The stark desert of the Carson Val!cy, 

i .. 

There IS nothing so aggravating· · Nevada state water quality super­
as silver milling," Twain wro.te of: vlsor ' who has studied the Com­
his experience. "There ne'!er,was,:. stock' rcg1on. "IJ10accumulation up 
any Idle lime In that mill. ;:I'h~r~ · the. food chain is the biggest prob-
wns al~ays something to do.-~1.18 a lcm." 
pity that Adam could not,.j!)ave · ... :: Fish sampled In the Carson 
gone s~lght out or Eden ·II!~. a ·- drainage have shown levels of 

once alive w1th tho clamor o( prospectors F 
scckmg their fortun~. is hounted by about 
1.'i m1lhon pounds of mercury left when I he 
mining boom went bust around 1900. quartz m11l to understand the J)lll mercury as high as 21.5 parts per 

Ioree o~ his doom:' · ··t million, according to a state study. 
Twam lasted a week on the JOb, The "action level" established by 

slighUy: longer than the gold ring the federal Food and Drug Admin-
on his finger. The ring "crumbled istralion as too high for regular 
to pieces," he wrote, when It came human consumption Is 1 part per 
In contact with the mercury. million: 

. Today, the desert has reclaimed 
m'ost of the mills: only a few ruins 
remain. In attempting lo under­
stand the spread of mercury 

I n some jurisdtcllons, such h1gh 
mercury levels m fish would 

prompt hc:~lth off1ci~ls to rroh1hit 

. . • ·:. '.:::.· 

PotSOnous quicksilver, used in the old 
nulls to extract gold and silver from the 
ore. lingers m mine l.al!ings, m remote 
desen washes, in Nevada's largest reser­
voir and m a IOO-m1le stretch of the Carson 
River 
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The romantic region of the Comstock 1 
Lode IS a federal tOXIC Superfund snc that 
defies government efforts to clean it up 

"You ~o out and look at 1l and on the 
surface 1l looks fine," said Glenn ~iller, a 
profe!'.sor of environmental and resource 
scicncl'l! at the Umversity or Nevada. 
Ilene. "But 1f you start looking at the 
chemistry, you sec It's a serl~u~ prohicr:1 
Th~ concern i~ that Ibis problem IS S'J 
u:tract.1hlc not much c.1n he don~ . .. D 

il is a bitter legacy found across lhc ,J J 

'4'CStern states. Th~ Comstock Lode 1s 1ust 
one of a clor.cn mimng regions or the 'old 11fll 
Wcsl cons1dcrcd so hazardous that thcv 
have been placed on the Superfund hst or 
national pnorit1es for cleanup. 

From Silver !low Creek in ~lont..ana to 
Smuggler Mountam in Colorado, !rom 
Bunker IIIII 111 Idaho to Iron ~!ountam 1n 
California, abandoned 19th·C~ntury mmcs 
still hlccd cadmium, lead, r.mc. copper. 
arsenic nnd other poisons Into the environ. 
mcnt. 

ThmL'I.1nds or other obsolete working• 
nnd mills contmuc to produre hn7..lrd~u~ 
pollutum throughout thl! Wc~l. the lederal 
~:nvmmrncntal Protection AKrnc.: ''~ll· 
matl'l! 
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